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Jorg Dietzel was born in Germany in 1961. An advertising industry veteran, he opened his own brand consultancy,
Jorg Dietzel Brand Consultants, in Singapore two years ago, and teaches classes on Advertising and Strategic Brand
Management at Singapore Management University's Lee Kong Chian School of Business. Dietzel talks to
Knowledge@SMU about why companies in Asia need to re-brand themselves as responsible corporate citizens or
face losing out to competitors.
Knowledge@SMU (mailto:Knowledge@SMU):  Why do brands these days have to be eco-friendly? Is it a fad or a
sign of real corporate responsibility?
Dietzel: I think it’s real and it’s here to stay. It’s something brands have to look into, not because they really care -
- if they do, that’s great -- but for business considerations because consumers have changed. They have become
emancipated and are better informed than before with many sources to go to for information, especially online. They
also have a voice. They can blog, talk to other people, and don’t just have to accept what companies or brand
owners tell them.
In the past, it was enough for a brand to produce a good quality product at an affordable price. That’s changed,
spurred on by the scandals we’ve seen worldwide; Enron in the U.S., for example, or the NKF (National Kidney
Foundation) in Singapore, which earlier this year won a civil suit against its former management for breach of duties.
These developments have sensitised people to the fact that it’s not just about what companies try to sell, but also
how responsible they are. How do they treat their staff, the environment? What is the impact of their footprint on
society? More and more, consumers are making choices that include these considerations. Brands don’t have a
choice. If they want to be successful, they need to have answers for consumers who ask these kinds of questions.
Knowledge@SMU:  How do you tell when a brand is just doing this as a public relations spin?
Dietzel: I think the question is not so much what their motives are. For the most part, it doesn’t matter whether
they do it because they believe in it, or because it’s a good business move. What’s more important is how credible is
the claim? Fortunately, we now have a business environment where it’s hard for a company to lie because people will
always find out. Just look at companies that tried to put up fake blogs. Walmart and Sony did that. They asked a PR
agency to pretend the blog was by a consumer who said good things about the company. In no time, it was found
out. Some clever IT people traced it back and found out it was fake. That hurt the reputation of the companies. If
you can prove that this is what you do -- giving money away, protecting the environment -- then consumers will
certainly appreciate it.
Knowledge@SMU:  What’s the downside to this?
Dietzel: The downside is that it costs money. If you do it, you have to be serious about it. You have to think
beforehand, can I afford it? Obviously, it’ll help your competitiveness but, initially, it’s a cost. It’s still cheaper to
produce in countries that have no environmental protection, to use slave labour in some Third World country than
pay people proper wages. In the short term it’s expensive, but it’s an investment. In the medium- to long-term, it’ll
help the company not just in terms of reputation, but also its bottom line.
Knowledge@SMU: Where should a company eager to re-brand itself as eco-friendly start?
Dietzel: The first step when a brand wants to reposition itself is to do an audit. You look into [issues such as]:
What do we do? What do people think about us? What’s the competitive situation that we work in?
It’s the same with a brand wanting to be more eco-friendly. What is the impact? How do we produce our product? Is
there anything that can be improved? What’s the current perception of our brand? Are we happy with that? Or are
there competitors in the market who do things differently, which people think are better? Is there a gap? How can
we close the gap? How can we use communication and PR to try and change perception?
Generally, branding in Asia is harder than in the West because not all the recipes that business schools in the West
teach are applicable here. There is more cultural diversity, and many Asian cultures are very sensitive about
perceived insults. Quite a number of U.S. companies had to apologise to “the Chinese people” for communication
that was perceived as insulting.
At the same time, we see a new Asian pride emerging. A few years ago, stressing the Western heritage of a brand
was enough to convey the quality message. But now, consumers take pride in locally-made goods and services. In
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fact, in some sectors such as hospitality an Asian heritage is actually perceived as superior, as documented by the
success of chains such as The Shangri-La and Banyan Tree. 
Knowledge@SMU:  What about a small, medium-sized enterprise in Singapore which doesn’t have the budget to do
this?
Dietzel: It’s not a matter of budget. I realise it’s a real worry for SMEs. They always think that branding or re-
positioning, never mind eco-friendly or not, is expensive. It doesn’t have to be. It is, in fact, expensive not to do it
because if you don’t position yourself right, then you have to compete on price. That’s where it becomes really
expensive. When your competitor lowers his price, you’ll have to lower yours too. Nobody wins. At the end of the
day, if you have to protect your income you need to have a differentiated brand.
People always think, oh, I have to run a huge advertising campaign. Not true. It means you have to be consistent
and look at all the different consumer touch points. Just think about: If we want this image what does it mean?
What does it mean for the way we produce our product, the way we treat our staff? It doesn’t need to cost you
millions. It just needs you to work with somebody for a little bit of money. There’s government funding available
[from SPRING Singapore] to support you for a brand audit and re-positioning.
Body Shop is not a good example of re-positioning because it started with that kind of agenda. It wasn’t as if they
were using toxic chemicals, had this realisation, and then said that everything would be natural. They already saw a
gap, a niche they could occupy, and they occupied it very successfully. So successfully, in fact, that a big
mainstream company like L’Oreal bought The Body Shop. It’s a question now of how credible they can be with a
global conglomerate like that.
Those who really need this repositioning, as far as the environment is concerned, are definitely the oil companies. BP
and, to a greater extent, Shell, have been doing it for a while. And very consistently, very strongly too, with stories
on TV about how they try not to hurt the environment too much, and work with the local people when they drill for
oil in a particular area.
There’s also another company, American Apparel. Their whole positioning is that they make clothes that are
ecologically friendly. There’s no slave labour and the fabrics are eco-friendly. They’ve become very hip and cool with
American teens.
And the RED Campaign that collects money for Aids treatment in Africa is helping in the positioning of Apple,
Motorola, Gap and all the other companies involved. Even Faith Popcorn says it’s interesting that, in the past, people
looked to governments to care about social impact and the environment. Not anymore. People are now looking at big
companies and asking what they’re doing to help improve the world that we live in.
Knowledge@SMU:  The greatest concern at the moment seems to be China whose rapid economic growth is
damaging the environment. What do you suggest for Chinese companies?
Dietzel: In a way I think it’s a moral dilemma. Objectively, yes, they’re creating a lot of damage. Comparatively,
many Western companies have already gone ahead to put into practice things like filtering fumes from production
and so on. The moral dilemma is that the West has been polluting the environment for many decades and they have
reaped the rewards. That made their goods cheap and made progress possible. China is only now catching up. But
the West is saying, wait a minute -- you can’t enjoy the fruits of your labour because look at what you’re doing to
the environment. These are double standards.
What will make China change -- and the same is true of any other country -- is economic pressure. As long as they
see advantages in producing goods like there’s no tomorrow, they’ll do it. But with economic pressure, or some
pressure on the government that helps them save face, then maybe something will change.
For example, what made them force the cars in Beijing to have catalytic converters? It was the Olympic Games.
They had to clean up their act. You could call this economic pressure because if they didn’t get the Games, they’d
lose out. On that note, maybe we should think of incentives to make it easier for China to be more responsible for
the environment. But standing up and telling them, you must produce less, you must consume less -- that’s not the
kind of moral authority which the West has.
Knowledge@SMU: Could you give an example of an Asian brand that has successfully repositioned itself as eco-
friendly?
Dietzel: When we're looking at those “responsibility-trends” migrating from the West to the East, we’re looking at a
double delay. First, it takes some time before consumers pick up on the questions of eco-friendliness and social
responsibility, and start demanding them from companies in Asia.
Second, it may then take companies some time to respond and change the way they operate. But one strong
example that comes to mind is the eco-friendly car, the so-called hybrid. To date, Honda and Toyota both lead this
field while Western car manufacturers are only now catching up. Like many trends from Japan, this first mover
7/21/12 Responsible Branding in Asia: Are Companies Ready? - Knowledge@SMU
3/3knowledge.smu.edu.sg/article.cfm?articleid=1006
A ll materials  copyright of Singapore Management Univers ity (http://www.smu.edu.sg) and the Wharton School (http://www.wharton.upenn.edu) of the
Univers ity of P ennsylvania (http://www.upenn.edu), P rivacy P olicy (http://knowledge.smu.edu.sg/privacy.c fm).
advantage was driven by economic rather than ecological considerations. But with the awareness of CO2 emissions
rising worldwide, it's good business for car companies to go ”green”.
Knowledge@SMU: Any trends that CEOs in Asia should be aware of?
Dietzel: It's actually not that hard for Asian CEOs to predict the future. They just have to look at the West and
chances are that the trends there will find their way East in one form or another. The next hot topic will be
corporate governance. Now is a good time for Asian business leaders to have a good look at the way they do
business -- maybe with the help of a neutral third party -- in order to determine whether they’ll be able to withstand
increasing scrutiny from consumers and consumer organisations. There is still time.
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